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[But] I have no other intention than, by this arrangement, to assist unpracticed readers, so that they might more easily, more commodiously, and more profitably acquaint themselves with the writings of Moses; and whosoever would benefit from my labours should understand that I would by no means withdraw him from the study of each separate book, but simply direct him by this compendium to a definite object; lest he should, as often happens, be led astray through ignorance of any regular plan.
Preface to the Commentary on the Last Four Books of Moses, pp. xiv-xv.
The project of this book is, to some degree, a synthetic one, as I have gathered Calvin's diffuse discussions of the person and work of Christ and organized them under categories that Calvin suggests. This synthetic task is necessary in my endeavor to understand Calvin's Christology, and it evinces the simple reality that any act of understanding is always to some degree an act of accommodation. It is an organization of material in a manner that makes sense to the reader so that some meaning between two parties might be shared. It makes no sense to speak of an unaccommodated understanding of any human being, particularly of a human being with whom we can no longer converse and whose world is separated from ours by four hundred and fifty years. To read carefully, even in the original language, is always already an act of translation. We can distinguish faithful accommodations that are attentive to categories and experiences with x Preface which a writer is working from unfaithful accommodations, but we also might acknowledge, and even celebrate, the possibility of truly productive accommodations that tease out meanings from a text that are not readily apparent on a first reading. Such accommodations are not claims to understand writers better than they understood themselves, but they do rely on the principle that all of us (or at least those of us who are self-reflective) will understand ourselves better through conversation with those who will make connections between our thoughts and feelings that we never imagined. The synthetic dimension of this project is, I believe, a faithful accommodation of Calvin's work, and it will be productive for the community of Calvin readers. Would it have been productive for Calvin? Would he, at the end of this conversation, have responded: "I never thought of it in that way"? Or would he have replied: "Well, of course, that's what I've been saying all along"? I do not know, but I am convinced that he would have recognized the thinking in this book as his own.
Simply to speak of Calvin's Christology is, to some degree, an act of accommodation, insofar as Calvin wrote no independent Christology and, indeed, never used the term "Christology." But to ask about Calvin's Christology is fruitful, insofar as it allows us to achieve a clarity about a topic central to Calvin's thinking, and it is faithful if it does not serve as a Trojan horse, bearing within it a twenty-first-century agenda. I have tried to avoid in this work the mistake of the twentieth-century discussion of the knowledge of God in Calvin -a discussion that was misdirected not in its question, but in its hopes, through this question, to resolve a contemporary debate.
Faithful versus unfaithful accommodation is a matter of agenda, and we must be wary of how subtly our agendas can infiltrate our understanding. It is ironic, for example, that one recent call for faithfulness in our reading of Calvin asks us to eliminate harmonization of Calvin's various expressions of his theological thinking and concern for any systematic unity of his thought or his relevance for the modern theological discussion, as these occlude access to the historical Calvin.
1 Whatever the merits of this methodology as a way of doing history (and I question whether a lack of concern for the internal or external coherence of a subject's thinking serves our understanding of that subject in any substantial way), it begins from an agenda that is distinctly modern and thus imports into our reading of Calvin a set of concerns that Calvin would little recognize.
Preface xi Indeed, when we stand before the diversity of Calvin's theological exposition, we often find ourselves in a position similar to Calvin as he prepared to comment on the last four books of the Pentateuch. We may be convinced that he ordered his teaching in a manner "perfectly adapted for the instruction of the people," but at the same time we feel that we are called to alter this order with the intention "by this arrangement, to assist unpracticed readers, so that they might more easily, more commodiously, and more profitably acquaint themselves" with Calvin's thought. We do this neither to rip Calvin out of his context, nor to deflect our attention from each expression of Calvin's thought in its uniqueness. Rather, we hope through such work to direct readers "to a definite object; lest [they] should, as often happens, be led astray through ignorance of any regular plan." Again, this work focuses more on Calvin than on his context, not to denigrate the importance of that context, but to provide a hypothesis about the nature of Calvin's Christological thinking from which such historical work might proceed. xiii me with laughter, warmth, and stimulation, so that we made a potentially hermetic life a community. Mark Retherford was a supportive housemate, a debate partner, and a parent to our dog Abby; Kym Lucas was a gracious host in my last semester. But most particularly I must celebrate Kaudie McLean, whose theological insight, personal compassion, courage, and strength made her a welcome partner in our journey through the limbo of graduate school. She also has lent me her editorial expertise for this work, ridding it of much of its clumsiness and endowing it, I hope, with some measure of grace.
I thank the Virginia Theological Seminary for allowing me to participate in the ministry of formation of leaders for the Church. I am grateful that they have provided a space for the development as well as the conveyance of the Church's ongoing tradition. This book would not be possible had they not offered me the time and the encouragement to see it through. My colleagues here, in their generosity of spirit and their dedication to the Church's mission, have provided me with a model of what an academic community might strive to be. They have all supported me. I especially thank Kate Sonderregger and Jeff Hensley for their willingness to read and offer advice on this text along the way.
Without the Christian communities of which I have been a part -Trinity, All Saints, St. John's, Ascension, St. Cyprian's, the Middlesex Cluster, and St. Mark's -I would have been inattentive to the breadth of vision that Calvin displays. The willingness of folks within these communities to share their lives with me and to teach me life through this oblation has opened for me a richer understanding of all that Christ might do to touch us.
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